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Vincent Melzac's interest in art began early in the 1930's. While 
attending high school in Cleveland, Ohio, he was invited by a friend to 
go sketching at the Brandywine farm of American Impressionist painter 
William Sommer. Melzac came away from that visit with his first art 
acquisition: a Sommer drawing which cost him one dollar. 


Melzac had to put aside his interest in art during World War II. 
However, he was able to indulge this interest again after the-war when 
he became an executive of the Wolf and Dessauer department store in Fort 
Wayne, Indiana. His broad-minded boss encouraged executives of the 
company to become involved in community activities, so he became a 
trustee of the Fort Wayne Art Museum and began arranging shows of American 
art there. Few people came to these shows at first, so Melzac began 


writing an art colwnn for the Sunday Fort Wayne Journal to publicize 
_ them. The exhibits and attendance greatly increased. 


In 1949 Melzac moved to Washington, D.C. Soon after arriving 
with his family, he decided to find out what was happening on the local 
art scene. He was attracted to The American University. William Calfee 
was head of the department there and, employing visiting professors, 
lectures, etc., Calfee had greatly increased the awareness, on the part 
of the A.U. faculty, of the significance of post-war New York painting. 


On one of his trips to New York, Melzac was introduced to Willem 
de Kooning by Jack Tworkov. De Kooning was generous with his time and 
his talent and often asked Melzac to accompany him to the Cedar Street 
Tavern, on University Place off Eighth Street (the informal meeting spot 
for New York artists in the fifties). Melzac also went with de Kooning 
to several Friday night sessions of The Club, a more formalized group 
which had grown out of Subjects of the Artists School and Studio 35, 
congregating point for advanced artists during the 1940's. 


Melzac became sonvinced in 1953 that paintings by some of the New 
York artists should be shown in the Washington area. However, he had 
no luck trying to convince the Washington museums. After several meetings 
with Director Adelyn Breeskin and her Curator, Gertrude Rosenthal, he 
persuaded the Baltimore Museum of Art to show the paintings of de Kooning, 
Tworkov, Guston, Vicente, and Pollock. Gertrude Rosenthal remembers being 
"absolutely floored" by the impact of "Blue Poles," which Melzac encouraged 
the museum to acquire. At the time they could not afford $3,000 for a 
work now worth at least a hundred times that much. They did buy a painting, 
"Landscape" by Jack Tworkov. 


Around this time, Melzac toyed with the idea of becoming an art 
dealer. The combination of an excellent business sense, a strong acquisi- 
tive instinct, and an even stronger desire to help talented, but struggling, 
artists could have made a venture of this sort successful. De Kooning 
left the Egan Gallery at this point and encouraged Melzac to found a gallery 
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by promising that the entire Egan stable would join, along with de Kooning 
himself. But Melzac was involved with other business considerations and 
thus let the opportunity slip by. 


Four years later, the Watkins Gallery at A.U. mounted an exhibition 
of Melzac's collection which was held November 9 — December 7, 1957. 
Joe Summerford, Chairman of the Art Department, wrote the introduction 
to the small catalogue. In it he stated: 


"Mr. Melzac has purchased unpretentiously, but with 
discrimination, preferring to buy a number of works 
by artists whose work has appealed to him rather 
than to attempt to form a collection representative 
of a particular period. He has, it seems to me, 
never purchased names. The support he has given 
artists wherever he has lived has been a service 

to art and a reflection of his own sincerity...." 


The Melzac collection has gone ‘through many changes over the years 
as works have been sold or given away and replaced by others. Mr. Melzac's 
policy of buying, in depth, works by artists he admires, has resulted 
in a collection comprising approximately 50 works by William Sommer 
(spanning the years 1904-1949), 55 by Norman Bluhm (1957-69), 32 by 
Jack Bush (1960-68), 68 by Tom Downing (1955-70), 22 by Gene Davis (1953- 
65), over 175 by Howard Mehring (1954-65), as well as seven Louis’ (1954- 
61), 10 Nolands (1951-64), and many others, bringing the total to over 
500 works. . 


Vincent Melzac has taken many risks, buying, according to his instincts, 
artists to whose aims he was able, in some measure, to respond. He has 
rarely bought work by an artist he did not know personally. Kandinsky, 
the only European he ever bought (which he subsequently sold) is an 
‘exception; Morris Louis is another. In the case of Louis, however, 
although he did not know the artist, he was in touch with Louis' aims 
through Greenberg, their mutual friend. 


In viewing the entire Melzac collection and its development, perhaps 
the achievements and sensibilities of two germinal artists, de Kooning 
and Noland, establish, in turn, two types or phases of emphasis. From 
the time of Melzac's commitment to Noland's work begins his passionate 
interest in what has come to be known as “Washington Color Painting." 
This phrase was coined by Gerald Nordland, Director of the former Washington 
Gallery of Modern Art, in 1965. Nordland presented for the first time 
together, in an exhibition called "The Washington Color Painters," the six 
key artists (Louis, Noland, Davis, Downing, Mehring, and Reed), whose 
achievements he identified as constituting a vital manifestation in the 
course of American art. This exhibition, held at the Washington Gallery 
of Modern Art in the summer of 1965, subsequently toured institutions in 
Texas, California, Massachusetts, and Minnesota, 
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In the winter of 1970-71, this city finally had another opportunity 
to see together major examples of Washington Color Painting, when the 
exhibition, “The Vincent Melzac Collection" was presented at the Corcoran. 
This exhibition constituted an important event in the history of Washington 
art. It afforded the public an unparalleled opportunity to experience 
this work in the context of other important contemporary American paintings 
as well as making possible, for the first time, in-depth comparisons of 
the achievements of the respective artists. The Corcoran exhibition, 
however, merely scratched the surface of the Vincent Melzac Collection, 
the most comprehensive grouping anywhere of the works of the artists 
associated with the pioneering development of Washington color art. 


The Vincent Melzac Collection, taken as a whole, is the unique 
achievement of a singularly dedicated and determined’man. This collection 
stands as an invaluable body of material for scholars of contemporary 
art; the full range of its importance has only begun to be measured. 


‘ 
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PAINTINGS LOANED TO CIA FROM 


THE VINCENT MELZAC COLLECTION 


Artist's Name 

Bluhm, Norman. 

Bluhm, Norman 

Downing, Thomas 
ke 


} 
Downing, Thomas 


Downing, Thomas 


Downing, Thomas 
Downing, Thomas 
Downing, Thomas 
Mehring, Howard 


Mehring, Howard 


Mehring, Howard 


Mehring, Howard 
ee ere Howard 
Davis, Gene 
Thomas, Alma 


Thomas, Alma 


\ 


VM_No. 
VM462 
VMA 
VM519 
VM45 


VM507 


VMS 20 
VM480 
VM479 
VM4 OL 
VM404 
VM405 
VM451 
VM299 
VM402 
VMB 


VM701 


Title, Date § Size 
Untitled 
84 X 72 


Citrus -> 1959 
72 X 108 


Planks - 1967 
06 X 54 


Fold 11 - 1968 
48 X 118 1/2 


Untitied, 2958«59 
91 X 85 


Rudder (Parallelogram) 


TO1l 172 X 79 5/8 
Dapple 
Ty 


Center Grid 


Te Sade 


Wntttled.: carca J959 
101 X 101 


Untitled, 1959 
102 1/4 X 96 


Untitled, circa 1961 
91 3/4 X 81 3/4 


Untitled, 1958 
28 X 28 


Untitled 

56 X 50 

Black Rhythm 
BS 578 xX 84° 1/8 


For Vincent 


25 X 49 


Mars Reflection 
60 x 60 
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Value 

$10,000 
$20,000 
$10,000 


$10,000 


$15,000 


$15,000 
$35,000 
$15,000 
$30,000 
$30,000 
$30,000 

$5,000 
$10,000 
$20,000 
$10,000 


$15,000 
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(17) Thomas, Alma VM Wind Dancing With $10,000 
Spring Flowers 
50° X 48 


(18) Newman, Robert VMC Arrows $5,000 
64 X 64 
(19) Louis, Morris VM ‘Spreading - 1954 $250,000 
| 79 1/8 X 97 1/4 
} (20) Louis, Morris VM Gamma - 1960 $250,000 
81 X 53 1/2 


Sculpture loaned to CIA from 
The Vincent Melzac Collection 


(Se) Spaventa, Giorgio Ecce Homo, 1952 $100,000 
SS xX 17 X15 
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28 APR 1982 


MEMO : Chairman, Fine Arts Commission 
FROM: FAC Advisor 


SUBJECT: Melzac Loan 


1. Seven paintings were received from Mr. Vincent Melzac on 26 April 
and six were hung on 26 and 27 April. 


be 
2. The céndition of the new paintings is as follows: 


A. BLUHM-CITRUS-has horizontal cracks in the paint through- 
out the entire area. Some especially thick areas of paint 
are partially detached. 


B. THOMAS-FOR VINCENT-good condition. 


C. NEWMAN-ARROWS-small splashlike stains in lower right and 
left yellow and white fields. Smudges left, right, and 
lower edge. 


D. DOWNING VM 519-Distinct bulges in canvas where plastic 
wrap had been attached. Corners scraped, raw canvas areas 
as well as upper and lower painted areas are overall soiled. 


E. DOWNING VM 45-Holes and bulges in canvas from staples. 
Redwood framing split on back, tiny paint flecks on lower 
left purple field and right green field. 2 1/2" arched 
scrape and smudge on center purple field. Warped corners 
rubbed and slightly crushed. 


EF, MEHRING VM 451-good condition. 
G. MEHRING VM 299-good condition. 


3. Co intends to ask to design a protective 
box for the 27" x 28'' Mchring. will not be back from 


his hospital stay for another two weeks. IT am enclosing a 
sketch of a treatment that the National Gallery uses. Let 
me know what action if any you would like to have taken. 


[| 
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